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For the genealogist researching records from the 18"
century and earlier in the areas of modern day
Ukraine, Belorus and Russia, familiarity with some
features of Old Church Slavonic (OCS) and Church
Slavonic is important. Old Church Slavonic and
Church Slavonic can be found in both Orthodox and
Greek Catholic (Uniate) records. Of course, one need
not master the complex grammar to understand these
documents. However, a brief introduction to some
basic points of the languages can be useful.

Old Church Slavonic was a separate and unique
Slavonic language reserved for the written document.
It was the language of manuscripts and early church
writings used first by early South Slavonic scholars
and monks. It was later brought north to Ukraine and
Russia by Christian missionaries in the 10" and 11%
centuries. It is not, as sometimes commonly thought,
the predecessor to Russian, Ukrainian, or any other
Slavonic language. Old Church Slavonic did not turn
into another language over a period of time.
Moreover, it was not used in everyday speech by
either the common people or educated scholars. Old
Church Slavonic was used solely as a literary
language in place of the vernacular language which
did not yet have a written form. It did, however,
influence the early Slavonic languages. Remnants of
Old Church Slavonic can be found in Slavonic
languages today.

Church Slavonic is the liturgical language of today’s
Ukrainian Catholic Rite and the Russian, Belorussian,
Ukrainian, Czech, Bulgarian, and Serbian Orthodox
churches,

Number System used in Old Church Slavonic
and Church Slavonic

Understanding the Cyrillic alphabet is not enough to
be able to read parts of documents. Often, parish
priests of the 17" and 18" centuries wrote numbers
and dates in the Byzantine tradition, that is, using the
alphabetical letters in place of arabic numerals. This
shouldn’t seem strange for we are all familiar with
Roman numerals. This is the same system of
corresponding letters of the alphabet to numbers. In
the Roman system, for example, the letter I is

equivalent to the number 1, the letter V to the
number 5, the letter C to 100, and so on.

Old Church Slavonic, and later adopted by Church
Slavonic, had a similar system with its own
alphabet, though a little more complex. Many more
letters of the Old Church Slavonic alphabet were
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TABL
OLD CHURCH SLAVONIC ALPHABET
LETTER OF NAME OF SOUND NUMERIC
ALPHABET LETTER EQUIVALENT EQUIVALENT
a a3 a |
6 GyxH 6 —_
B BenH B 2
r raarodb T 3
a AoGpo x 4
e ecTh e 5
Pt wusere b7 —
S 3eno 3 6
3 aeman a 7
H MIKe ] 8
i # M 10
K KaKo K 20
J N0 4H a 30
M MHCHeTe M 40
H nat H 50
o OH ) 70
n nokofi n £0
p pus p 100
c ¢J/10B0 c 200
T TREPAO T 300
oy yK Yy 400
lis) depT ¢ 500
X Xep X 600
(V] or o 800
1 IS u 900
y vepBb y 90
8} ura u —
[H] wra wr () —_—
b ep OJIH30K X «O» _
Bl epul Bl —
b eppb GAB30K K «e» —_
) ATh He (&) —_
10 10 10 —_
0 A a —_
A, 10¢ manun‘«_ P —
fioToBaRHLIN
R R toc GoablUofk y —
ROTOBAHHBIl 10
P KCH KC 60
L ncy ne 700
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Figure 1 - Greek Catholic Birth Register page from the parish of Bialyy Kamin
. 8 East European Genealogist Winter 1999




Vol. 8, #2, 1999

East European Genealogical Society

numbers. Whereas the number 3 translates to Roman
numeral III (I+I+I or 1+1+1), the Old Church
Slavonic system had more unique equivalencies.
Table 1 is the Old Church Slavonic alphabet with
numeric equivalencies.

When the letter was used as a number, a fitlo was
written over and dots were written around the
letter(s). Though this is the proper style, I have seen
many documents without such diacritic marks.

The numbers 11-19 are written in the opposite order
as we know them:

I. (10)
L. (13)

Al (11)
AL (14)

BL. (12)

The numbers higher than 20 are treated in the usual
order:
K- (20)
-RI'. (23)

Bd- (21)
KA - (24)

KB- (22)

Figure 1 shows examples of Old Church Slavonic
numerals and Church Slavonic months. At the top of
the page, the year is clearly written in both OCS and
arabic numerals. In the first five records on the page,
the dates are written in OCS numerals, but the house
numbers are written in arabic numerals. The months
are written in Church Slavonic. In the sixth record
the priest uses arabic numerals for the dates and Latin
letters for the name of the month. The dates of the
first five records are February 3, March 11, April 10,
May 30, and June 6.

In order to write years, a small mark ( ,) was placed
under the first letter to denote ‘thousand.’

+ ALY 0O, istheyear 1999

And the world began...

The Christian church believed at one time that the
world began in the year 5508 BC. Therefore, scribes
often dated their documents not based on the year of
Christ’s birth, but on the start of the Universe. So, do
not be surprised to find such dates as:

+3PYT. istheyear 7193

Simply subtract that number from 5508 to get the
year as we know it. So:
‘r 3 p q F'

- _LEDH.
+AXTE.

or if you stubbornly prefer the western way:

VMMCXCIII
- VDVIII
MDCLXXXYV

OK, here you go:
7193
- 5508
1685

Keep in mind that this system of dating the world at

5508 BC was still common in Russia up to the year
1700!

In studying records from my ancestral Greek
Catholic parish of Bilyj Kamin in western Ukraine,
I found a mixture of Old Church Slavonic, Ukrainian,
Polish, and Latin. Fortunately, the priest used the
simpler version of dating based on the year of
Christ’s birth. What follows are some examples
from that parish.

The illustration below shows April 5. Notice the
titlo over the number 5. This is standard OCS,
although it is often omitted by the priest.

- ) =
/4*@"&"‘, E Sl R

May 4 is shown below. Notice the year is written in
arabic numerals and is followed by the Latin word
‘anno’ for ‘year’.

Mam  JAm .'5— r L7917 Lo

In these examples, the second word ‘dnja’ in OCS
means ‘of the day’, so literally ‘of the 5% day of
April’ in the first example.

Calendars

Now that we are talking about years, I should
mention the two types of calendars that you can come
across. Poland adopted the Gregorian calendar (the
calendar we currently use today) in 1582. The
Austro-Hungarian Empire was similarly using the
Gregorian calendar when it seized Galicia in 1772.
Russia, however, kept the old Julian calendar up until
1918, before converting to the Gregorian. Therefore,
you must remember this fact when reading
documents. You should be aware of the geography
and changing borders of the regions you are
researching.
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Figure 2 - As in the examples in Figure 1, the dates are written in OCS numerals, whereas the house
numbers are written in arabic numerals. The months are written in Church Slavonic.

1: December 3

2: December 6

3: December 14 (remember, the numbers 11-19 are written backwards.)
4: The year is clearly written in both OCS and arabic numerals

5: January 4
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There is a 12 day gap between these two calendars.
Often, both dates are written next to each other. The
earlier date is in the Julian calendar and the later date
is in the Gregorian calendar.

Names of the months in Church Slavonic!
While we are discussing dates, I should discuss
months in Church Slavonic. Readers of English with

a knowledge of the Cyrillic alphabet should have no
trouble reading the months since they are so close to
English and its Greek/Latin roots. Table 2 represents
proper spelling. However, one can find slight
derivations in the examples from Bilyy Kamin Greek
Catholic records from the previous page. The priest
from the parish often substituted Ukrainian spellings
for Church Slavonic.

TABLE 2

CHURCH SLAVONIC MONTHS OF THE YEAR

English Church Slavonic Church Slavonic

Nominitive Case Genitive Case

(subject of the sentence) (with a date, as in the 1* of January
January lannBapia [annBapiia
February Megplapilk Merplapim
March MapTh MapTa
April Anpranii Anpianiia
May Manx Matie In all these cases:
June |8nik {8t 8 may appear as ¥
July [Saiik [T WA may appear as 4
August AvricTh Avr8era {8 may appear as 10
September Genmremepiit CenTemepim
October ORTWpI ORTWEpTiA
November Hoemapitk Hoemgpiia
December A€KemBpik AEKeMEPTIA

Names of the Months in Old Church Slavonic
and other archaic Slavic languages

While discussing the names of the months, I feel it
necessary to include some terms which may be found
in much older documents. I must forewarn the
genealogist that such terms had most likely fallen out
of use by the time priests began keeping records.
Although I personally have only seen the months in
either Church Slavonic (as in the chart above) or
Latin in metryc books in the western Ukrainian
villages I am researching, I can not assume that all
record keepers followed suit.

I came across these numerous archaic terms when
first researching the names of the months. What I
thought would be a relatively easy task learning the
months, I quickly found that each of the several
dictionaries I consulted contained many different
terms. I found that the examples given in some of
these dictionary entries were from the earlier half of

this millenium. Therefore, I must stress that these
terms are quite old. However, some of these terms
might have found their way into early documents of
interest to the genealogist.

The following table lists some variations of the
months in older Slavonic languages, including Old
Church Slavonic. Itis not necessary to memorize the
many terms, but only remember that this table exists
for your use in the event you come across a month
which you do not recognize or you have not found in
the Church Slavonic chart above. Included in this
chart below are archaic letters that are no longer used
in any modern day Slavonic languages and an italic
form, which closely resembles handwriting. I have
included these two writing styles in order to offer
examples of possible entries found in record books.
Finally, I have included modern-day Ukrainian and
Russian for an interesting comparison.
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One should be careful when using this chart. You
will notice that there are several cases where the same
archaic term refers to different months. For example,
the archaic term ‘traven’ could mean April or May.
This is not an error. As the references indicate,
different dictionaries list both April and May as
possible meanings. Thus, if you should come across
this in the older document, see if other months are
listed. If you find ‘may’, then it would mean that the
author is not using ‘traven’ for May, but April. Also,
amistake may be made by someone who understands
modern-day Ukrainian or Polish. Such a person
would naturally assume that the archaic term
‘lystopad’ would mean November since it so closely
resembles modern-day Ukrainian (‘lystopad’) and
Polish (‘listopad’). A close look at this chart will
show that each of the dictionaries I consulted
translate this month not as November, but as October.

To summarize, one should only use this chart when
studying very old documents when the above chart of
Church Slavonic does not help or if you are certain
that the text is not written in modern-day Ukrainian,
Russian or Belorussian.
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